WHY ANGELS SING 
Proposal for a one-hour documentary musical 


by Martin Duckworth 


THE SUBJECT 


L‘art engagé is my form of activism against that which threatens 
the preservation of beauty...I want to see an allegiance to humanity 
become stitched into the fabric of nations. 


That is Geoff Butler talking. He’s a Newfoundland artist living in Nova Scotia. Some 
people like to call him a “folk artist”, because his subjects are recognizable people in 
recognizable social settings. But his technical mastery, perfected at the Art Students* 
League in New York, has established him as a painter of exceptional talent. 


When he speaks of “art engagé”, he speaks for an increasing number of artists who are 
deeply concerned about the way the world seems to be going, and who wish that their 
work could help change its direction. 


He also speaks for another, even larger, community. The physically and mentally 
handicapped make up 10% of our population. Geoff stutters. He left Newfoundland at 
the age of 20, in 1968, to take an MA in speech pathology at Syracuse University. He 
then worked with mentally handicapped children in Truro and Digby before committing 
himself entirely to painting in 1980. 


It is ironic art. It touches through humour. His surrealistic rural and urban landscapes are 
peopled with clowns, soldiers, butchers, preachers, babies, dancers, animals and angels— 
al in precarious, yet inter-dependent positions. My favourite depicts an endless line of 
innocents winding their way over perilous mountains and headed, unknowingly, toward a 
collapsed bridge. The painting is called “We'll Cross That Bridge When We Get To It”. 


Geoff also communicates through writing. Tundra Books of McLelland and Stewart has 
published three of his books, two beautifully told and illustrated children's stories, 
inspired by his childhood in the outports of Newfoundland (“The Killick”, and “The 
Hangashore’:), and an illustrated version of the national anthem of Newfoundland (“Ode 
to Newfoundland”). He has also self-published collections of his paintings and writings 
about the inanities of war (“The Art of War”), and about angels who get caught in human 
predicaments (“The Look of Angels”). 


THE STORY 


I propose to make a film about an artist who speaks for those working to ‘stitch an 
allegiance to humanity into the fabric of nations.’ It would focus on two locations: 
Geoff's current home town of Granville Ferry, Nova Scotia, and the home of his 
childhood in Fogo Island, Newfoundland. 


His current home is an old fisherman’s house on the shore of the Annapolis River. He 
lives there with his wife Judi McClare, a retired teacher originally from Mt. Uniacke, 
Nova Scotia. Their four children have now left home, three of them young women who 
are teaching in public schools in Labrador, British Columbia and England, and one young 
man studying at Dalhousie University. In his studio shack near the main house, Geoff is 
currently working on a series of drawings on snowflakes and human conflict. He is 
surrounded by ironic portraits of Canadians at work and at play which he has been doing 
over the past decade, and which he hopes will one day turn in to an exhibition which he 
would call “Canuckiana”. 


“Hot Licks” 
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Geoff and Judi operate a stall every Saturday at the farmers market in Annapolis Royal, 
where they sell his books and post-cards of Canuckiana. He also exhibits his work in the 
gallery of the Annapolis Region Community Arts Council (ARCAC), one of the most 
active artists’ cooperatives in the Maritimes. Judi sits on the board of directors, and is 
chair-person of the committee planning for the Council’s 25" Silver Anniversary coming 
up in September, 2007. 


Geoffrey's father Isaac was parish priest for the Anglican church in his native Fogo 
Island, Newfoundland. His mother, Julia Earle, was the church organist. The wedding of 
Isaac and Julie is remembered as the first on the island to feature bagpipes. 


Julia was the daughter of “Skipper” Fred, 
an accomplished accordionist who managed 
his father’s fish plant, Earle and Sons. 
Julia’s sister Mabel was also an organist, 
And they had four remarkable brothers: 
Fred was the Memorial Extension worker 
who helped establish the fishermen’s coop 
in Fogo, the formation of which was made 
famous by Colin Low's NFB series in the 
early sixties. George was provost of 
Queen's College at Memorial University, 
and a much-loved popular story-teller 

about life in the outports. Charles became 
Newfoundland‘s Deputy Minister of 
Finance and then Commissioner of the 
Public Utilities Board. And Harry served 
in intelligence for the British Navy, before 
becoming an Anglican pastor in South 
Africa. Mabel and Charles still live in 

St. John’s, and Harry comes home SIAPPER Faun” 
occasionally from Johannesburg. ish 3 


“Skipper Fred” 
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Geoffrey has two strong memories of his early days on Fogo. The first was the weekly 
family picnic that grandfather Fred organized for every Wednesday afternoon in the 
summer. All uncles, aunts and cousins would pack into Skipper Fred‘s trapskiff and head 
off to the big rock in Hare Bay, where they would pick squash berries and peat moss, 
gather mussels, swim in Western Brook, build a fire in a cleft of the rock, and boil up a 
huge jig’s dinner of cabbage, potatoes and salted meat, while watching icebergs float by 
on the horizon. Skipper Fred’s birthday on August 15 was a super picnic, no matter 
what day of the week it fell on. 


His other strong childhood memory was the ceremony held every July 1 outside his 
father’s church in honour of the 700 men of the Newfoundland Regiment who were killed 
in the mindless Battle of the Somme. Some of them were from Change and Fogo Islands. 
The stories that he heard about them as a boy made a profound impression on him. He 
remembered them when he started having a family of his own in the eightees, when 
Ronald Reagan started making his preparations for “limited nuclear wars”. Geoff dealt 
with his fears for his children by publishing “The Art of War”. 


“Following the Quacks” 
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His other book of collected paintings, “The Look of Angels”, published in 2004, might 
have been his answer to stuttering. In the text of that book, he tells the story of Daniel 
the truck-driver, whose stuttering “acted like a virus that infiltrated his whole body, 
making it so sensitive that he could only tread tenuously on dimly-lit paths.” In an 
abandoned church that he used to attend as a child, Daniel is greeted by angel, who says: 


Have you ever wo....wo....wondered why angels are always singing? It's 
be...be... because we stutter! When we want to co....co....communicate 
strongly about truth and me...me....meaning, we sing! 


“Night Cleaner” 


TREATMENT 


This film will make angels sing. With the help of animator Derryl Couch and composer 
Lori Clarke. Angels will fly around and out of Geoff's paintings and put to music what 
he is trying to say. 


The leading angel (to be known as LA) will at some point become the child who is 
leading the crowd toward the broken bridge in ‘We'll Cross That Bridge When We Get 
To It’. LA will be the narrator. He-she will introduce the locations and the people that 
have been at the centre of Geoff's universe: 


Locations in Granville Ferry-- 


His studio-shack, on the edge of the Annapolis River 

His house across the road from an abandoned United Church 

The Acadian fort built in 1604 by Champlain at Port Royal, just down the road 
The old British fort at Annapolis Royal across the river 

The Saturday farmers market 

The gallery of the Annapolis Region Community Arts Council 


People in Granville Ferry-- 


His wife Judi, retired school teacher. 

His children Tagen (27), teaching in England, Kirsten (25), teaching in Labradaor, Leah 
(23), studying.occupational health at UBC, and Sean (21), studying environmental 
science at Dalhousie. They will at home for the summer. 

Neighbour Wayne Boucher, painter, winner of the Portia White award for Nova Scotia 
artist of 2006 

Neighbour Julie Turner, widow of fighter pilot Jack, Geoff's main adviser on military 


hardware. 


Locations in Fogo-- 


The Anglican Church that dominates the landscape at Fogo 
The war cenotaph facing the church 

Skipper Fred*s house, now turned into a museum 

The trapskiff sitting on the lawn outside Skipper's house 
The remains of the old Earle and Sons plant and store 
Brimstone Head 

Western Brook in Hare Bay 


People in Fogo-- 


Geoff;s cousin Grace Earle, retired hotel manager 
Geoff's cousin Jane Earle, retired school teacher 


Secondary characters in Halifax-- 


Geoff’s mother Julia Earle Butler, widow 

His sister Barbara Butler, pianist and managing director, Musique Royale 
Taiya Barss, painter 

Adrienne Abbot, arts administrator 

Andrew Terris, cultural critic 


Secondary characters in St. John’s-- 


Mabel Kirby, Julia’s sister 

Christine Earle, George’s daughter, pianist 

Allison Earle, George’s daughter, Associate Deputy Minister of Rural Development 
Peter Earle, George’s son, biologist and artist 

Daphne Butler Ledrew, retired teacher, Isaac Butler’s niece 


The film would be shot in two phases: 


In July, 2007—establish Geoff's daily routine in Granville Ferry. He would likely be 
working on his Canuckiana series. He would play soccer with his children, visiting for 
the summer, sell his post-cards and books in the farmers’ market, take walks to Port 
Royal with his painter friend Wayne Boucher, lay plans with wife Juli for the Silver 
Anniversary of ARCAC, 


Mid-August, 2007—return home to Fogo, for the first time since he was 10, to be royally 
received by cousins Grace and Jane Earle, daughters of Skipper Fred’s brothers. He will 
be accompanied by his wife Juli and one or two of his children, possibly Kirsten and 
Sean. For several days, he will lay plans with Grace and Jane Earle for a re-enactment of 
one of Skipper Fred’s Wednesday picnics in Hare Bay. They will plan it for August 15, 
Skipper’s birthday, which this year happens to be a Wednesday. Other family members 
expected to show up that day to load up the skiff: Geoff;s sister Barbara from Halifax, 
maybe his sister Margaret from Saltspring Island, B.C., and his cousins Allison Earle, 
Christine Earle, and Daphne Butler from St. John’s. 


There are two events in or near those two locations that will be taking place almost 

simultaneously: the Winter in Summer Literary Festival in Eastport, Newfoundland, 
August 10-12, and the Silver Anniversary of ARCAC on September 22 in Annapolis 
Royal. Geoff will be reading from his books at the first, and will be honoured at the 
second as one of the 11 founding members. The two events could help establish his 


status as a local icon. 


